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If probable cause justifies the search of a vehicle, it justifies the search of every part of the vehicle and its contents or 
containers that may conceal the object of the search; when officers have probable cause only with respect to a 
container in a vehicle, they may search the container but not the entire vehicle. 


If law enforcement officers lawfully search a vehicle with probable cause but without a warrant, the search may be as 
thorough as one that a magistrate could authorize.' The scope of a warrantless search of a vehicle is not defined by the nature 
of a container in which contraband is secreted but by the object of the search and the places in which there is probable cause 
to believe that it may be found.’ If probable cause justifies the search of a vehicle, it justifies the search of every part of the 
vehicle? in which the evidence might be found,’ including closed compartments, containers, packages, and trunks,* and any 
contents or containers that may conceal the object of the search‘ without qualification as to ownership of the containers and 
without a showing of individualized probable cause for each container.’ When a legitimate search of a vehicle is underway 
and when its purpose and its limits have been precisely defined, nice distinctions between glove compartments, upholstered 
seats, trunks, and wrapped packages must give way to the interest in the prompt and efficient completion of the task at hand. ° 
Officers may search a container located within a vehicle, even though they lack probable cause to search the vehicle as a 
whole, provided they have probable cause to believe that the container itself holds contraband or evidence.’ 


Police officers with probable cause to search a car may inspect passengers’ belongings found in the car that are capable of 
concealing the object of the search.'° The investigating officer need not have positive reason to believe that the passenger and 
driver were engaged in a common enterprise or that the driver had the time and opportunity to conceal the item in the 
passenger’s belongings, either surreptitiously or with permission." However, probable cause to search an automobile does not 
warrant the search of an occupant of the automobile.” In particular, a canine alert to contraband in a vehicle’s interior 
compartment generally, without more, does not give rise to probable cause to search the passengers of the vehicle themselves 
unless there is some additional substantive nexus between the passenger and the criminal conduct." 
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The mere fact that officers have probable cause to believe that a container placed in a vehicle contains contraband or 
evidence does not justify a search of the entire vehicle.'* When law enforcement officers have probable cause concerning only 
one specific item and they know where that item is within the automobile, their warrantless search cannot extend to other 
areas of the car." 


The container must be searched within a reasonable time after its removal from the vehicle.'° A vehicle search based on 
probable cause may cause some damage to the vehicle or items in it if the damage is reasonably necessary to gain access to a 
specific location where officers have probable cause to believe that the object of the search is located." 


CUMULATIVE SUPPLEMENT 
Cases: 


The scope of the automobile exception to the Fourth Amendment’s search warrant requirement extends no further than the 
automobile itself. U.S.C.A. Const.Amend. 4. Collins v. Virginia, 138 S. Ct. 1663 (2018). 


Because of the decreased risk that items inside a locked container inside a vehicle will be lost, police cannot intrude into the 
privacy of locked containers without obtaining a warrant supported by probable cause to search that container within a 
vehicle. Ind. Const. art. 1, § 11. Brown v. State, 118 N.E.3d 763 (Ind. Ct. App. 2019), transfer denied, 2019 WL 1284480 
(Ind. 2019). 
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